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Grocery Bills Have Been Increasing, But By How Much? 
By Amy Higginbotham 
 
A trip to the grocery store in the Morgantown MSA has become more expensive in recent 
months. According to the ACCRA Cost of Living survey, on average the price of groceries has 
been on the rise since the first quarter of 2007. However, while grocery items have been 
increasing in cost, the total cost of living in the area is still average for an urban area in the United 
States. 
 
The ACCRA Cost of Living survey, which is compiled by the Council for Community and 
Economic Research, is a quarterly comparison of the costs of 60 specific items in urban areas 
throughout the nation. These items reflect a typical market basket of goods and services 
purchases by an upper-income household. These items are categorized into five types: grocery 
items, healthcare, transportation, housing, and miscellaneous goods and services.  
 
Over the past year, the prices of grocery items have increased in the Morgantown area, as shown 
in Table 1. According to the ACCRA data, the total cost of 26 grocery items in the survey 
increased by approximately 5 percent from the first quarter of 2007 to the first quarter of 2008. 
The largest price increases over this time period has been for eggs, tuna, orange juice, peas, and 
bananas. Morgantown, however, has not been the only urban area experiencing increases in 
grocery prices. The average cost nationwide also increased by 5 percent with the price of eggs 
increasing by the highest percent. These price increases have been the result of various economic 
conditions such as rising demand for ethanol, increasing fuel costs, and natural disasters. 
 
Grocery Item Q1 2007 Q2 2008 % Change Q1 2007 Q2 2008 % Change
Tuna (6.0 oz can, Chunk Light) $0.65 $0.81 24.6% $0.73 $0.82 12.3%
Eggs (grade A, large, doz.) $1.25 $2.07 65.6% $1.41 $2.03 44.0%
Bananas (per pound) $0.48 $0.53 10.4% $0.51 $0.53 3.9%
Orange Juice (64 oz., Tropicana or Floridas Natural) $2.85 $3.22 13.0% $3.19 $3.28 2.8%
Sweet Peas (15-15.25 oz. can, Del Monte or Green Giant) $0.78 $0.88 12.8% $0.85 $0.88 3.5%
Total Grocery Items (prices for 21 items) $59.13 $62.22 5.2% $62.05 $65.34 5.3%
Source: ACCRA Cost of Living Index: Comparative Data for 311 Urban Areas Volume 41(1)
Table 1
Rising Costs Of Grocery Items Since 2007
Morgantown MSA U.S. Average
 
 
For the first quarter of 2008, while groceries were higher than they were a year ago, they were 4.5 
percent lower in Morgantown than the national average, as shown in Table 2. Overall, the total 
cost of living in Morgantown was average for the nation. Only items that were significantly above 
the national average were housing at 4.2 percent and transportation at 4.7 percent. 
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Metropolitan Area
Composite 
Index        
(100%)
Grocery 
Items (13%)
Housing 
(29%)
Utilities 
(10%)
Transportation 
(9%)
Health Care 
(4%)
Misc. Goods & 
Services (35%)
Estimated 2007 
MSA 
Population
West Virginia Urban Areas
     Morgantown 99.5 95.5 104.2 99.8 104.7 100.3 94.9 117,770
     Charleston 91.8 89.9 85.1 92.3 101.9 95.7 94.8 303,950
     Martinsburg-Berkeley County 90.7 86.8 92.8 79.0 100.9 97.1 89.8 261,198
     Vienna 94.0 102.8 88.0 79.5 100.7 95.6 98.2 160,656
Other University Communities
     Baton Rouge, LA (Lousiana State University) 89.4 88.9 81.9 85.9 94.5 99.7 94.6 770,037
     Cincinnati, OH (University of Cincinnati) 91.6 87.9 82.8 104.0 99.1 91.3 94.9 2,133,678
     Columbus, OH (Ohio State University) 98.6 100.7 97.9 101.3 103.3 105.6 95.4 1,754,337
     Knoxville, TN (University of Tennessee) 88.0 89.9 74.9 95.0 91.2 89.8 95.7 681,525
     Lawrence, KS (University of Kansas) 92.4 87.6 89.8 87.8 95.2 94.9 96.9 113,488
     Lexington, KY (University of Kentucky) 94.7 88.8 90.0 107.8 94.0 92.5 97.9 447,173
     Pittsburgh, PA (University of Pennsylvania) 91.3 97.8 80.5 102.4 104.9 84.3 91.6 2,355,712
    Tampa, FL (Univeristy of South Florida) 99.1 98.5 89.8 103.0 105.3 92.9 105.4 2,723,949
Major U.S. Metro Areas
     Atlanta, GA 97.6 96.4 94.0 90.3 105.0 103.6 100.3 5,278,904
     Boston, MA 134.0 121.6 160.5 130.4 108.5 136.2 123.8 4,482,857
     Denver, CO 105.1 104.7 111.4 103.4 92.8 104.0 104.2 2,464,866
     Houston, TX 90.3 82.8 76.2 95.9 98.2 101.1 100.3 5,628,101
     Miami, FL 117.8 105.1 144.4 100.1 107.7 107.4 108.4 5,413,212
     New York (Manhattan), NY 218.8 141.0 404.9 150.1 124.8 129.1 142.0 18,815,988
     Philadelphia, PA 122.6 126.5 140.6 118.5 105.2 108.6 113.3 5,827,962
     Washington, DC 138.0 107.4 218.2 102.4 105.9 108.6 101.7 5,306,565
 Table 2
* Population of the Washington-Arlington-Alexandria DC-VA-MD-WV Metropolitan Division
Source: ACCRA Cost of Living Index: Comparative Data for 311 Urban Areas Volume 41(1); U.S. Census Bureau
ACCRA Cost of Living: First Quarter 2008
 
 
Even though the ACCRA Cost of Living survey is a useful indicator of local economic 
conditions, it should be considered with caution. The index is estimated using data for a specific 
group of individuals and does not include many of the taxes imposed on those individuals. Local 
conditions of an area are also not a part of the index and should be considered before concluding 
exactly what relative cost of living information means. 
 
Morgantown Construction Activity Hits The Doldrums In Early 2008 
By George W. Hammond, Associate Director, BBER 
Peter Shirley, Undergraduate Research Assistant 
 
House price appreciation in the Morgantown MSA cooled dramatically between the first quarter 
of 2007 and the first quarter of 2008. During the last four quarters, new single-family house 
prices rose by just 1.5 percent in Morgantown, as Figure 1 shows. That was slower than the state 
rate of 2.5 percent, but above the national rate (unchanged during the period). 
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Figure 1
House Price Appreciation Continues To Decelerate
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National house prices were unchanged during the last four quarters, but there were four 
metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) with counties in the state that recorded house price declines 
during the period. The Weirton-Steubenville posted a tiny decline of 0.1 percent, but the three 
metropolitan areas with ties to the Eastern Panhandle and Potomac Highlands region registered 
much larger declines. Indeed, during the last four quarters house prices in the Washington MSA 
fell by 5.1 percent. The Winchester and Hagerstown MSAs posted similar declines of 4.9 percent 
and 4.6 percent, respectively.  
 
Overall, the housing markets in Washington, Winchester, and Hagerstown are being hit hard by 
the national housing correction. However, most markets in the state did not participate in the 
national housing boom to the same degree. Thus, most markets in West Virginia are better 
positioned to avoid the worst of the housing correction. The Morgantown MSA occupies a middle 
ground on this score. The MSA posted house price appreciation above the state rate during most 
of the decade so far (although house prices never rose as quickly as they did in the eastern 
MSAs). However, the relatively strong job and population growth in the Morgantown MSA 
suggests that the house price increases were likely primarily related to underlying fundamentals. 
 
The total value of construction starts in the Morgantown MSA for the first five months of 2008 
was $171 million at an annual rate.  This is far below the value of construction starts during the 
first five months of 2007, at $3.96 billion.  As Figure 2 shows, most of the decline in activity 
arose in nonbuilding activity, which reflects the huge impact in 2007 of the Longview power 
plant, as well as spending to install scrubbers at the Fort Martin power plant. However, if we 
remove the impact of power plant construction from the data, we still find a decline in the value 
of construction starts during the first five months of 2008, compared to the same period of 2007. 
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Value Of Construction Starts For
The Morgantown MSA
FW Dodge
The surge in nonbuilding activity in 2007 reflects
power plant construction in Monongalia County
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The slowdown in construction activity so far in 2008 was registered in all three components of 
spending: nonbuilding, nonresidential, and residential. After removing the impact of power plant 
spending, nonbuilding activity was down by $11.6 million dollars, while nonresidential spending 
was down by $7.1 million, and residential activity fell by $49.5 million. Even though 
nonresidential activity has slowed so far in 2008, it is still on a rapid pace, reflecting continued 
productive investment in the metropolitan region. 
 
The decline in residential activity in the Morgantown MSA is primarily due to a decline in 
apartment building during the first five months of 2008 compared to the same period of 2007. 
Since these projects tend to have long time-horizons, it is not unusual to see large surges in 
activity, followed by large declines. Apartment building activity is tied to enrollment growth at 
West Virginia University, as well as the overall population growth posted by the MSA. Single-
family activity in the Morgantown MSA fell from $20.2 million at an annual rate during the first 
five months of 2007, compared to $19.0 million during the same period of 2008.  
 
Construction employment growth in the Morgantown MSA, shown in Figure 3, has yet to fully 
reflect the surge in power plant construction starts. This happens because the FW Dodge data 
reflects the full value of the project roughly 60 days before ground is broken. Construction 
employment gains are spread out across the life of the project, which takes considerably longer.  
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Annual Growth In Construction 
Employment 2001-2007
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